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THE FIRST CLASS 
Ron Smith 


The first class in any course presents special challen- 
ges to the professor but also provides unique oppor- 
tunities. Since it is the beginning of a new relation- 
ship both the professor and the students have concerns. 
The professor is concerned - Will they like me? Will 

I be able to teach them anything? Will they give me too 
much trouble? Will. they think I am competent? Will 
their backgrounds: be adequate? Will they be prepared 
to work? The students on the other hand wonder - 
What's this professor going to be like? Will I be able 
to pass this course? How much work will I have to do? 
I hope I don't ask any dumb questions. Will all the 
other students be smarter than I am? These are only a 
few of the many concerns and questions that people bring 
to the first class meeting. How these concerns are 
handled can have a profound impact on the rest of the 
course. The first class should be structured to deal 
with some of the special problems of "beginnings". 


These questions reflect the concerns that arise anytime 
a group of people get together for the first time. 
Everyone is concerned about how others see them, will 

be accepted, how are they going to work together, 
what will they be able/expected to contribute, what wil 
they be able to take away. In planning for your first 
class it is important to be aware of these concerns and 
to structure opportunities to lessen rather than in- 
crease the tension. 


L. Shulman in "The Dynamics of The First Class" (Learn- 
ing and Development, McGill 1971) suggests several 
tasks which should be accomplished in the first class. 
The professor as well as the students should have a 
chance to talk to some (or all if size permits) of the 
other students in the class. There should be a clear 
and uncomplicated explanation of the purpose re: 


of the course including syllabus and bib- 
liography. And finally, the students 
should have an opportunity to establish 
their links with the subject matter, with 
the professor indicating how their interests 
will or will not be incorporated into the 
course. 


The first class influences the rest of the 
term in subtle and sometimes dramatic ways. 
In the first few sessions the patterns of 
behavior, the standards and expectations 
for the class participation are established; 
and they can be quite difficult to change 
later on in the term. Even the arrangement 
of the room can send powerful non-verbal 
messages to the students. The standard 
classroom with seats in rows and the in=- 
structor at the front of the room suggests 
"communications come essentially from the 
instructor with student responses directed 
back to him. It implies that it is not 
important for students to see each others' 
faces. This physical seating arrangement 
helps to encourage this pattern of cammn- 
ication and even discourages deviations". 
(Shulman) If it is very important for 
you to have students commnicate with 

each other then some efforts should be 
made to change this arrangement. 


Students come to each new class with several 
very clear concerns. A central question is 
"What are we doing here?". "If students are 
clear about the precise purpose of the class, 
the nature of the work they have core to- 
gether to do, they focus their energies." 
Students are also concerned about the in- 
structor. What will he/she be like? How 
will he/she run this class? "Students are 
curious about this person who will play a 
central role in their work. They have 
experienced many teachers with widely dif- 
ferent approaches to classroom work. 

Often they try to get same idea about this 
instructor's way of functioning fram the 
grapevine which operates in every school - 
either through a course guide or informal 
discussions." If these questions are not 
clearly answered subtle forms of "testing" 
the professor may occur eg: "Have you 

had any practical experience or do you 
just teach?" Students are also likely to 
be concerned about what exactly will be 
expected of them in this course and how 
they will be judged. 


If these are not clear,students will continue 
to wonder and ask,does this count? Do I 

have to hand this in on time? Do I have to 
come to class? How long does my essay have 
to be? What are you really looking for? If 
these issues are not resolved early in the 
course they will continue to surface during 
the term. Clear goals and well articulated 
standards serve to focus the students’ energy 
and effort and lead to a more rewarding ex- 
perience for both the teacher and the student. 


Shulman makes some very specific suggestions 
for a first class. Students should have the 
opportunity to introduce themselves to at 
least some other students in the course. They 
might share some of their past experiences 
related to the subject. In large classes 

this could be accomplished by having smaller 
groups discuss and then briefly report back 
such things as their reason for taking the 
course, some applications of the subject etc. 


Shulman assumes "that it is essential that the 
student find his own stake in the material for 
any real investment to be made", and that he 
should "be actively involved in’ the learning 
process helping to structure it as it proceeds". 
An important and early task for the professor 
then is to "help the student identify his 
connection to the work"; hence same structure 
should be built into the first class to allow 
this to happen. Students may be asked to share 
their questions about the subject matter, or 
identify problems they have run up against that 
relate to the subject. 


Often such requests for discussion are met 
with silence. How the professor handles 

the silence: jumping in with comments , waiting 
the silence out, interpreting it, 

comments, encouraging spontaneity will 
influence the future behaviour of the class. 


He also suggests that the professor should 
present a "brief, preliminary frame of reference 
on the subject area. This is presented didac- 
ticly with opportunities for uments to ques- 
tion and react as we go along ..... (and) gives 
an Gracie cant ty Go @imourase tae fone tant 
challenging my ideas is both acceptable and 
expected in the "culture" of our class". 
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In ending the first class and trying to sur- 
marize what has been done and where the course 
will go, Shulman hands out his syllabus _ bib- 
liography which represents his view of how 

the class should proceed. He "reviews the out- 
line with the class, pointing out how their 
questions in the problem sharing session fit. 
He goes over the requirements of the course, 
his expectations in the form of readings and 
written assignments". 


| 
Shuiman's whole orientation to the first élass 
is ‘reflected in his term the "culture" of 
the class, which is demonstrated by how the 
students "collaborate with each other and 
the instructor". All the activities in the 
first class are designed to model and en- 
courage the kind of "culture" he wants. He 
suggests that the style of commnication and 
interaction, the degree of openness and 
honesty that exist in your class are determined 
right from the very first moments of your first 
class. 


Shulman's complete article, together with 
other references which might be useful in 
planning a first class: McKeachie's "Teaching 
Tips", and Pfeiffer and Jones handbooks are 
available in the Learning Development Office 
at 2492 West Broadway. 


THE TEACHING DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 


Jane Magnan 


The Teaching Development Service continues 
to offer an individualized teaching con- 
sultation service to faculty members who are 
interested in analyzing and improving their 
teaching effectiveness. Faculty who parti- 
cipate in the teaching consultation process 
work with a TDS consultant through three © 
major stages of the process. 


1. Early-semester analysis of teaching: 


Relatively comprehensive information about 
the instructor's teaching is collected 
through an interview with the instructor, 
a classroom observation, a videotape, and 
a student questionnaire. 


This information is then reviewed by the 
instructor and the consultant in order to 
identify teaching strengths, to discover 
possible areas for improvement, and to 
define improvement goals. 


2. Continuing consultation on improvement 
strategies: 


Instructors who elect to continue working 
in this collaborative arrangement work 

with the consultant to find techniques and 
strategies which will enable them to 
accomplish their improvement goals. While 
activities during this stage vary widely, 
the consultant can help instructors find 
ways to capitalize on their teaching 
strengths, examine relevant research on 
teaching and learning, plan class activities 
which incorporate principles of learning, 
experiment with various classroom techniques 
and skills, and obtain continuous feedback 
about teaching/learning activities. 


3. End-of-semester analysis of teaching : 


Information about the instructor's teaching 
is again collected through classroom obser- 
vations, a videotape, and a student 
questionnaire. The consultant and instruc- 
tor review this information in order to 
assess progress toward improvement goals 
and to update their analysis of teaching 
strengths and areas for i aceaca 


During the past three years, approximately 
30 instructors have participated in the 
consultation process at Concordia. Several 
of these instructors have used the process 
more than once. Evaluations by these 
people reveal that different instructors 
gain different insights about their teaching 
and derive different benefits from their 


participation. 


However, all have reported that they've 
gained something of value, that the process 
was well worth their time and effort, 

and that they would recommend it to their 
peers. When asked what they liked most 
about the process, the most frequent re- 
sponses have included: 
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"The opportunity to talk with sameone about 
my teaching", "the systematic nature of 


the analysis and improvement procedures", and 
"the personal interest and support provided by 


the teaching consultant". 


If you think you might like to participate in 


the teaching development process, or if you 
would like more information about it, please 
contact us. We may be reached by phone at 
extension 397. We'd be delighted to talk 
to you. 


OTHER THINGS 


1. Workshop on teaching for new faculty: 


September 5th, 1978 - H762 


Sir George Campus - 2:30 -4:40 p.m. 
R.S.V.P. 


2. Workshop on Leadership In The Classroom 


October 2lst, 1978 - Fee $15.00 
« 9230 — 4:30 p.m. 


3. "Call For Papers" - The staff of L.D.O. 
invite articles, essays, thoughts on 
Teaching and Learning for publication 
in this newsletter. Please send 
submissions to 2492 West Broadway, 


Loyola Campus. 


